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OVERVIEW
The public health crisis created by the spread of COVID-19 has disrupted day-to-day rhythms across the United States, 

including an extended closure of school buildings. Myriad news sources and emerging research1 are reporting on the 

deep and disparate effects that are reverberating from these closures. But how do young people themselves perceive 

the impact so far on their learning and their lives? 

To answer this question, the Center for Promise at America’s Promise 

Alliance conducted a nationally representative survey 2 of 3,300 young 

people aged 13-19. 

Overall, the results are deeply sobering: 

•	While nearly all of the high school youth surveyed (92%) say they 

are participating in online learning opportunities, more than three-

quarters (78%) are spending four or fewer hours each day in class or 

working on assignments. 

•	Since their school buildings closed, young people’s levels of concern 

about the present and future have increased, and indicators of overall health and wellbeing have suffered. For 

example, 30% of young people say they have more often been feeling unhappy or depressed, and nearly as many 

say they are much more concerned than usual about having their basic needs met. 

•	More than one-quarter of students (29%) say they do not feel connected at all to school adults. A similar 

percentage do not feel connected to classmates or to their school community.

Taken together, these findings suggest that students are experiencing a collective trauma, and that they and their 

families would benefit from immediate and ongoing support for basic needs, physical and mental health, and learning 

opportunities. Without that support, this moment in time is likely to have lasting negative effects for this cohort of high 

school students.3 
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ABOUT THE SURVEY
This brief describes selected data from a nationally representative survey of 3,300 young people, aged 13-19, 
that was conducted as part of the How Learning Happens initiative at America’s Promise Alliance. The survey 
was designed by a team at the Center for Promise and America’s Promise Alliance; then administered online by 
Qualtrics, an online survey platform, over a two-week period during late April and early May 2020. For any young 
person under 16, consent was obtained via parental consent forms. Respondents were evenly split across grades 
9-12 and were 49% female, 50% male, and 1% non-binary.

Demographic breakdown by urbanicity (N=3,300)

City  32% Suburb  33% Town  26% Rural  9%

Demographic breakdown by race (N=3,300)

Respondents were asked a series of questions about their social, emotional, and academic experiences across 
both school and out-of-school-time learning settings, including a set of questions related to their specific 
experiences since being out of school as a result of COVID-19. At the time of the survey administration, two-thirds 
of respondents had been out of school for more than four weeks. 

For a full list of the questions young people were asked, see the Appendix.

The survey builds on findings from a qualitative study that was conducted earlier in the 2019-2020 school year. 
The qualitative study, All of Who I Am focuses on how young people are experiencing and responding to integrated 
approaches to social, emotional, and cognitive development. The All of Who I Am findings, which emerged from 
semi-structured interviews with 103 young people in six sites, explore six key themes: relationships, belonging, 
meaningful learning, intentionality, identity development, and agency. 

Future research will explore how the quantitative survey findings relate to the themes in the qualitative study.

https://www.americaspromise.org/resource/appendix-state-young-people-during-covid-19
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FINDINGS
This research brief offers a snapshot of young people’s self-reported:

•	Participation in online learning;

•	Connections to peers, adults at school, and their school community; 

•	Top-of-mind concerns; and

•	Indicators of health and wellbeing.

Data were disaggregated by race/ethnicity, urbanicity (e.g. whether young people lived in a city, suburb, town, or rural 
setting), and whether their parents were born in the United States. With a few notable exceptions indicated below, this 
survey did not find statistically significant differences among young people’s responses by these groups. That is, while 
COVID-19 undoubtedly is having disparate and damaging effects on families in different circumstances,4 high school 
students across the country at the time of the survey report feeling its impact in similar ways.

The sections below offer more specific analyses. 

Showing up to learn, but fewer hours per day
Although just over half of students report participating in online learning or working on assignments five or more days a 
week, three-quarters report spending between 1 and 4 hours on these activities during a typical day—far less time than 
a regular school day.5 

Days Per Week  
Spent on Online Learning

Hours Per Day  
Spent on Online Learning

1 2 3 4 5 5+ < 1 1–2 3–4 5–6 7–8

2% 4%

17% 18%

48%

11%

4% 5%

16%

46%

28%

Less connected to classmates, adults, and school 
Approximately one-quarter of students are feeling disconnected from their school communities, school adults, and 
classmates. Combined with the limited number of hours per day most students are spending on classwork, this indicates 
that a large number of students are isolated from caring adults other than family members and from their peers during 
this time. 

Meaningful differences in disconnection are showing up across student populations. Asian students are more likely 
to feel disconnected from their school communities than White, Black, and Latinx students; Latinx students report feeling 
less connected to both school adults and peers than either White or Black students. Students in rural communities report 
feeling less connected to their school communities than students in cities, towns, or suburbs. 
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School community School adults Classmates

During this time, how connected do you feel to...

22%

50%

19%

9%

29%

47%

16%

8%

23%

43%

25%

9%

Not connected at all

Somewhat connected

Mostly connected

Extremely connected

More concerned about basic needs, health, and academics 
More than half of young people are much more concerned than usual about their own and their family’s physical and 
emotional health. In addition, a sizeable proportion of young people are much more concerned than usual about their 
current and future education, including their grades and getting into college. 

Basic Needs (food, medicine, safety) 30%

Health 52%

Percent of students who are “much more concerned than usual” about...

Family Financial Situation

Education

40%

39%

Experiencing poorer emotional and cognitive health
In addition to the growing concerns young people have for themselves and their families, 
their emotional and cognitive health is also suffering. When asked about specific indicators 
of emotional and cognitive health,6 more than 1 in 4 young people reported an increase in 
losing sleep because of worry, feeling unhappy or depressed, feeling constantly under 
strain, or experiencing a loss of confidence in themselves.

While all young people reported poorer health, meaningful differences among groups emerged. Young people 
living in cities were 15% more likely to report poorer health indicators than those in rural areas. Asian and Latinx youth 
were significantly more likely to report poorer health than Black or White youth. Youth with parents born outside the 
United States were one-third more likely to experience poorer health than youth whose parents were born in the United 
States. These findings may reflect the greater risks that COVID-19 presents for some racial groups and in more densely 
populated places. 

1 in 4more 
than
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44%

31%

40%

30% 31%

42%Asian youth

Black youth

Latinx youth

White youth

Youth with parents 
born in the US

Youth with parents 
born outside of 
the US

Percent of youth reporting poorer emotional and cognitive health

By race/ethnicity By parents’ 
birth location

Finding support helpful, when it is offered
The survey findings point to a greater need for social and emotional support. Although most young people say that an 
adult from their school has suggested tools and resources for them—and the vast majority of these young people say the 
resources are at least a little helpful—a large percentage say no adult from school has suggested this kind of support.

Percent of youth offered social or emotional support by an adult from their school

find those 
resources at 
least a little 

helpful.
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IMPLICATIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS
These survey findings, in the context of current events, show that young people are experiencing collective trauma fueled 
by changes in their immediate circumstances combined with ongoing uncertainty. COVID-19 will continue to shape how, 
when, and where learning happens across the country. Efforts can and should begin now to buffer the kinds of stresses 
young people report. Here are three important and urgent recommendations. 

•	Understand young people’s evolving concerns. These data provide us with a glimpse into young people’s 
experiences over the past couple of months, suggesting that they are increasingly anxious, unable to concentrate, 
and feeling disconnected and isolated. Yet many unanswered questions remain. It will be vital to keep exploring and 
understanding the impact this pandemic has on young people at school and beyond.

Emerging research from America’s Promise Alliance, City Year, The Education Trust, Learning Heroes, Educators 
for Excellence, and others cited in this brief will help illuminate present concerns and potential responses. Adults 
who are available over the summer—school administrators, camp counselors, coaches, health providers, elected 
leaders—can listen to what the young people in their communities are saying to inform a timely, personalized, 
locally-informed response. Ongoing, intentional listening can range from informal phone or text check-ins to surveys 
administered over the phone or online.

•	Prioritize social and emotional wellbeing, including mental health. All young people need to feel safe and 
have their basic needs met in order to engage in learning. Their survey responses suggest the need for a renewed 
commitment to making sure that students have the necessary resources to support their social, emotional, and 
cognitive wellbeing. This includes stabilizing, where possible, families’ insecurity about basic needs.7 Communities 
can explore trauma-informed care8 and healing-centered practices as a framework of support for young people. 
Teachers and families, who are deeply affected by the pandemic as well, will also need intentional support in order to 
continue responding to the young people in their sphere of care. 

•	Strive towards equity. While these findings signal the need for universal supports because all young people are 
suffering, existing and emerging research clearly illustrate the inequities that existed before the spread of COVID-19 
and are likely to be exacerbated by it. Thus, it is crucial for communities to uncover and respond to their young 
people’s unique needs—considering how to tailor and scaffold their supports accordingly. Timely, personalized 
support is an essential component of mitigating the learning losses that young people are experiencing as a result of 
their extended time away from formal schooling and other opportunities to learn.

Research and experience affirm that young people need the right supports in order to thrive.9 This nationally 
representative survey gives us a glimpse into some of the ways that young people are experiencing the effects of 
COVID-19. The findings urge communities to reconnect with continuing and returning students in a way that recognizes 
that they are starting in a new place, profoundly changed by their time away from school.
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Additional Resources
America’s Promise Alliance is continually compiling a list of resources that can be 
helpful to young people, families, and all who work with and care deeply about 
children and youth. In the coming months, watch for additional research from 
America’s Promise Alliance on the pandemic’s effects on young people, including its 
influence on their workforce readiness and employment. 
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